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Policy Analysis and Proposal


Russia and Central Asia: A New Future 

The relations between the US and Russia are at a historic low since the end of the Cold War. The US’s relationship with Yeltsin’s Russia was characteristic of feelings of optimism and future cooperation. Since the ascension of Vladimir Putin, the government has eroded democratic institutions from within the Kremlin by centralizing power and suppressing domestic civil and media opposition. Despite this, President Putin enjoys exceptionally high domestic support due to his role in maintaining strong economic stability, specifically in the energy sector, and emphasizes a resurgent nationalism. Bolstered by his new found popularity, he has been able to take Russia’s rekindled wealth from oil and reassert Russian power to take the country in a new independent direction. As a result, the US-Russia state of affairs is now hampered by suspicion, mistrust and animosity. Russia cannot be ignored due to its vast resources and influential ties to Central Asia and the Middle East.

US policy cannot afford to ignore the rising power of the Russian Federation in terms of political influence and its economic power.  Russia has vast oil and gas resources, which are continually being developed and exported.  Increasingly, Russia has been using its oil as a means to exert political leverage against energy-dependent regions, particularly Europe and Central Asia.

As Russian power rises, historic feelings of encirclement by unfriendly powers have re-emerged.  NATO in Europe is perceived to be an extension of American military power.  US military operations in Iraq and Afghanistan further contribute to feelings of American encroachment on traditional spheres of influence.

Due to recent tensions in the Middle East, the American government proposed installing a missile defense shield in Eastern Europe.  The Kremlin has vehemently opposed this as a threat to national security despite American assurances otherwise.

Georgia, bordering Russia’s volatile south, has been at odds with the Russian Federation since independence.  Recently, Georgia has expressed interest in joining NATO which would provide a security guarantee for the small Caucasian nation.  Should Georgia gain NATO membership, Russia may feel tremendously isolated geographically and strategically.  American power would be seen and felt on the majority of Russia’s borders.

In the interests of fostering greater cooperation between the United States and Russia, the following policies are recommended:

Russia

Our proposed policy towards Russia may be broadly characterized as “constructive engagement.”  We seek, through US actions towards Russia, to improve both bi-lateral U.S.-Russian relations and Russia’s general stance towards the community of nations.  In order to reach this end, we propose a set of deals involving the U.S. offering concessions to Russia in exchange for changes in Russian behavior. These agreements would be designed to tackle both short-term issues, and to improve, over the long term, U.S-Russian relations.

Missile Defense

The U.S. creation of a missile defense system in Eastern Europe (specifically Poland and the Czech Republic) should be halted immediately and unilaterally.   Russia views the system as extraordinarily provocative, both because of the aversion to being “encircled” by the US, and the placement of the system in an highly anti-Russian, former Warsaw pact state (Poland).  Furthermore, the system is of questionable strategic value to the United States, as any potential adversary in the Middle East is years away from developing a medium and long-range ballistic missile capability.  As the system has not yet been constructed, preventing its development would be relatively painless, since there would be no retreat from an established position; the action would therefore be less likely viewed as a sign of American weakness.  

This policy would be offered as a gesture of good will towards the Russian government.  Given the poor cost to benefit ratio of the system, with respect to both economic and political considerations, suspending development would not come at a high price.  Said policy is therefore well suited to be offered as a demonstration of American benevolence.

NATO Enlargement

After the implementation of the aforementioned policy, we recommend that the United States quietly halt NATO enlargement in exchange for increased Russian cooperation with respect to the Iranian nuclear weapons program.  It is our opinion that the previous round of NATO enlargement has been inefficacious, with respect to both the military value of the new member states, and the hostility said expansion has engendered in Russia.  Therefore, on these grounds alone, expansion of NATO would be of questionable strategic value.

Furthermore, Georgian ascension to the organization poses significant additional issues.  The Georgian government, despite recent democratic progress since the 2003 “Rose Revolution,” still remains weak. Two regions populated by minority ethnicities (Abkazakia and South Ossetia) operate as de facto independent states, despite nominal Georgian authority.  This situation is complicated by Russian interference in Georgian affairs. While ostensibly supporting Georgian territorial integrity, Russia provides economic and political support for the two breakaway regions.  The Russian government would therefore view any Georgian movement against these separatist areas as an act of aggression towards Russia.  

If Georgia were to accede to NATO, the military boundary of the United States would lie effectively on the Russo-Georgian border, necessitating U.S. involvement in any prospective conflict between Georgia and Russia.  We view this as an unacceptable risk, especially given the marginal benefits Georgia could provide through NATO membership

The U.S. would be able to extract meaningful concessions from the Russian government in exchange for halting NATO expansion.  Russia’s most fundamental and basic security concern is being encircled by a U.S. coalition of anti-Russian states.  Said concern has been heightened as a result of recent NATO expansion, and would increase even more so as a result of additional expansion.  The Russian government could be willing to meaningfully alter its foreign policy behavior in exchange for a freeze on NATO expansion.  

Specifically, we propose to offer a halt of NATO expansion in exchange for increased Russian cooperation towards preventing Iranian development of a nuclear capability.  The U.S. government accords the highest priority to the prevention and/or elimination of the Iranian nuclear weapons program.  Russia, more than any great power, has a significant degree of influence with the current Iranian regime.  Additionally, Russian vetoes on United Nations Security Council resolutions attempting to address Iranian nuclear proliferation have crippled the ability of the international community to respond to the threat posed by an Iranian bomb.  For these aforementioned reasons, Russian cooperation would be particularly helpful with respect to Iran.

This deal would be negotiated through backchannel means and would not be publicity announced.  Discretion is essential for a number of reasons: the U.S. should avoid the international perception that it is weak towards Russia, and the Russian government does not want to be accused of caving under U.S. pressure.  Any public pronouncement of negotiations toward this agreement, or the agreement itself, could therefore do irreconcilable damage to Russo-U.S. cooperation towards Iran.  Additionally, with this discretion in mind, the halting of NATO expansion would manifest itself through stalling, procedurally or otherwise, the ascension of current NATO candidate countries.  Such “paper walls” would prevent the expansion of NATO, while not creating an excessive amount of hostility in the affected states.  

WTO Membership

Russian accession to the World Trade Organization is essential to improve Russo-U.S. relations.  The Russian’s desire for WTO membership, would force Russian companies, and more importantly the Russian Government, to honor international agreements regarding trade policy.  Said accession would also increase Russian exposure to the international community, and doing so would “socialize” the Russian governments to the rules and norms of the international community; it would also increase the exposure of Russian citizens, foreign people and practices, which would provide a valuable “window on the world” through which Russians could more objectively judge the actions of the Russian government.  

While the United States already supports Russian membership in the organization, we urge the US to take additional actions aimed at permitting Russian WTO membership.  Specifically, the United States should pressure Georgia and Moldova, the two holdout states against Russian membership, to allow Russian ascension to the WTO.  

Nuclear Weapons Security
While numerous agreements have attempted to address the security of nuclear weapons within the Former Soviet Union, “loose nukes” still remain a pressing issue.  Despite the removal of nuclear weapons from the non-Russian states of the FSU, and the destruction of a significant number of Russian strategic nuclear weapons, a large number of small scale nuclear weapons (those most likely to be employed by transnational terrorists) remain unsecured today in Russia.  Additionally, a large amount of fissile material and chemical/biological weapons (especially in Kazakh island in the Aral Sea) presently lack adequate protection.

For these reasons, the US should drastically increase funding for operations aimed at securing Russian nuclear material through the framework of the Nunn-Lugar act.  While achieving the desired level of security may seem costly, the potential economic consequences of a nuclear terrorist attack on a major U.S. population center would outweigh any such costs by many orders of magnitude.  

In addition to actions in accordance with established legislative frameworks, the U.S. needs to address the issue of unemployed nuclear scientists in the FSU.  Given the dire economic situation which exists for many of the individuals, and the relative freedom of mobility they possess, it is vital the United States take active measures to ensure they do not aid a rogue state’s development of nuclear capability.  In order to accomplish this, the United States should, as quickly as possible, provide employment in the United States for these individuals. 

Soft Power
While the U.S. arguably possesses a very limited capability to exert soft power on the Russian government, it can and should take measures to increase this ability.  While traditional economic, military, and political means remain ever relevant, soft power is an effective and inexpensive way to influence the actions of foreign states, including Russia.  Given the current state of U.S. political and military power, soft power could become an increasingly important method for achieving the foreign policy goals of the United States.  

In order to build U.S. soft power toward Russia, the United States should engage, to the largest extent possible, in the development of a vibrant civil society in Russia.  The Russian government has recently taken steps to emasculate the power and independence of actors in Russian civil society. This is largely because of the perception that they were Western-backed organizations seeking to undermine the authority of the Russian government, although areas of potential cooperation still exist.  

Primary amongst these is the legal system: the Russian judiciary continues to be characterized by a general level of ineffectiveness, due to poor training and a lack of oversight.  The Russian government views this as an issue requiring rectification, and the U.S. is arguably the most able state to provide such assistance, given its vibrant and well-developed legal system. Exchange programs for Russian judges and other varieties of assistance that are aimed at improving the institutional effectiveness of the Russian court-system should be implemented. Any potential progress from these programs could be used as a base from which to develop other areas of civil society.


Central Asia


Central Asia is an area of great strategic interest to the United States.  With the inception of the Global War on Terror and subsequent U.S./NATO military operations in Afghanistan, the region has proved in an effective area from which to base military support operations.  Currently, the U.S. military maintains one primary base in the region: the Ganci Airbase in Kyrgyzstan.  The US therefore ought to view the continuation of a military presence in Kyrgyzstan as its most important objective in Central Asia, regardless of Kyrgyz demands for base-increased leasing fees.  

Beyond this consideration, the US needs to consider the long-term consequences of any prospective increase in Russian and/or Chinese influence in the region.  Russia’s enduring economic, social, and culture ties with the states of Central Asia, along with the dramatic increase of Chinese power accompanying its rapid economic rise both present possible challenges to US interests in Central Asia.  Yet the U.S. should view the region’s most important resource, petroleum, as a non-zero sum equation.  The US does not currently purchase petroleum in any meaningful amount from Central Asia.  Therefore, America’s interests lie in simply ensuring a stable environment for the stable extraction and export of petroleum resources from the region, regardless of the buyer.
Kazakhstan
The U.S. should view Kazakhstan as the most important state in central Asia.  Kazakhstan is the world’s seventh largest country, sits astride the strategic Sino-Russian border, and possesses one of the most extensive resource endowments of any state on Earth.  While Kazakh gas supplies are oft-considered, they also have vast quantities of numerous other valuable metals and minerals.

The Nazarbaev regime is also very much in favor of political and economic cooperation with the international community.  Kazakhstan has significantly reformed its legal system to provide a greater incentive for foreign business involvement; foreign owned businesses can now operate relatively unencumbered and with real property ownership guarantees. Nazarbaev also cares about his image, and that of his country, in both the international community and within allied states as well.  This is evidenced well, if humorously, in his reaction to the release of Borat, a comedic film which depicted Kazakhstan as an extraordinarily backward nation, both economically and politically.

Given its importance and relative willingness to engage in international cooperation, the United States should seek to develop further ties with Nazarbaev’s Kazakhstan.  A dramatic increase in U.S.A.I.D. operations in country would be an efficacious first step towards this goal.  Such an action would not only increase support for the United States within the Kazakh governing regime, but could also spur the development of genuine goodwill towards the United States by the general population.  

Furthermore, in order to foster additional ties between the US and Kazakhstan, the US government should provide economic guarantees for American companies looking to operate in Kazakhstan.  Despite the extensive pro-business reforms Kazakhstan has enacted, a number of Western businesses remain hesitant to operate there.  Providing said guarantees would encourage the operation of American companies in Kazakhstan, leading to strengthened US-Kazakh relations.

Additionally, the U.S. should seek to develop Kazakh civil society as a way to increase U.S. soft power and enhance long-term democratic development in the country.  We should, however, view the Russian government’s backlash against its own civil society as a warning; the international funding of NGO’s seen as challenging the authority of the central government should be avoided, primarily because it could lead to the dismantling of the civil sector as a governmental reaction.  In Kazakhstan, therefore, the US should fund NGOs not viewed as a threat to the Kazakh government, and should cooperate with the governing regime to prevent any misunderstanding.  We suggest that healthcare sector could by effective place to begin. 

In order to further engender support for the Kazakh civil sector, while simultaneously improving U.S.-Kazakh relations, the development of NGOS in Kazakhstan should be used as a public relations vehicle for increasing the prominence and prestige of Kazakhstan, and Nazarbaev, in the international community. Nazarbaev, as previously mentioned, cares about his personal image aboard, so indulging his ego could prove beneficial to the development of civil society in Kazakhstan, while increasing his propensity to look upon the United States with favor.  

Other Central Asian States
While Kazakhstan is the most important actor in Central Asia, it would be detrimental to the US to ignore the other states in the region.  As previously mentioned, the US should view the maintenance of the Ganci airbase as it most important goal in region.  

With respect to Uzbekistan, the U.S. should continue its position of demanding an independent investigation of the Andijan Massacre.  Any backsliding from this position could hurt US credibly in the region and internationally; it could also encourage other governments to engage in similar acts of barbarity.  Despite the Uzbek expulsion of US military forces from the country, the US should make continual offers of aid to the Uzbek government and its people.  If the government refuses, it will increase its unpopularity with it people, and if it accepts, it will represent a foundation base which to rebuild US-Uzbek relations.  

Tajikistan, while being a small and poor country of seemingly little strategic value, nonetheless shares a border with Afghanistan and serves as an important transport route for Afghan heroin.  Given the instability poppy cultivation causes in Afghanistan, and the suspected ties between poppy-growers and al-Qaeda, the US should seek to cooperate with the Tajik government to fight the distribution of heroin through Tajikistan.  If such a program proves successful, the cooperation engendered could be used to develop further ties with the country, possibly leading to an eventual US military presence in Tajikistan; such a result, however, would have to be weighed against the negative consequences to the US-Russian relationship, which for numerous reasons is of far greater value.

We recommend the continuation of current US policy towards Turkmenistan.  The 2007 election resulting in the ascension of Berdimuhammedow was definitively not free and fair. Given the continuation of Turkmenistan’s policy of repression, we do not see an opportunity for democratic development.  While Turkmenistan’s petroleum reserves and its border on the Caspian Sea make it a state of some strategic interest to the US, present US policy it sufficient to secure US interests in the country.  

Conclusion
We strongly urge the rapid and competent implementation of the aforementioned policies.  While other areas of the world have surpassed Russia and Central Asia in perceived consequence since the end of the Cold War, the region remains of vital strategic importance.  

A final caveat deserves mentioning.  While this paper has separated Russian and Central Asian policy, the implementation of these policies must be executed within a unified framework.  The interests of the region are intrinsically linked.  Any action towards a single state in the region may affect US relations with other states in region.  Therefore, our recommended policy must be put into place with flexibility and adroitness, while continually readdressing strategic interests.
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